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Executive Summary 



The data for this report, The High School Sophomore Class of 2002: A Demographic 
Description, describe the demographic characteristics and tested achievement of a cohort based 
on a nationally representative probability sample of 15,362 lOth-graders in 752 public, Catholic, 
and other private schools who were studied in the spring term of the 2001-02 school year. The 
base-year data collection for the Education Longitudinal Study of 2002 (ELS:2002) is the first 
wave of a new longitudinal study of high school students that continues a series of nationally 
representative longitudinal studies conducted by the U.S. Department of Education’s National 
Center for Education Statistics (NCES) in recent decades. Future survey waves will follow both 
students and high school dropouts and will monitor the transition of the cohort to postsecondary 
education, the labor force, and family formation. Although the base-year study comprised 
surveys of parents, teachers, school administrators, and library media specialists, as well as the 
cohort of high school sophomores, this report draws primarily on data from students, the primary 
unit of analysis for the study. (Parent, teacher, librarian, and school surveys provide contextual 
data for better understanding the student cohort.) 

This E.D. Tabs report summarizes the sociodemographic and educational characteristics 
of the cohort. These characteristics are captured in a series of student- and school-level 
classification variables. At the student level, these variables are sex, age, race/ethnicity, 
language minority status, family composition, parental education, students’ educational 
expectations, and tested achievement. Also included are three characteristics of each student’s 
school: sector (public, Catholic, or other private), metropolitan status (urban, suburban, or rural), 
and region in which it is located (Northeast, Midwest, South, or West). 

Comparisons drawn in the text of this report have been tested for statistical significance 
at the .05 level to ensure that the differences are larger than those that might be expected due to 
sampling variation. Comparisons are tested with the /^-statistic. Full details of the statistical tests 
used can be found in appendix A. 

Selected Findings 

Various background characteristics and differences may influence the educational 
experiences, achievement, and expectations of students as they progress through high school. 
Selected characteristics of the high school sophomore class of 2002 are as follows: 

• The majority (t=l 0.52) of sophomores are White (60 percent). Hispanics and Blacks 
make up 16 percent and 14 percent of the sophomore cohort, respectively; Asian and 
multiracial sophomores each constitute 4 percent; and American Indians/Alaska 
Natives constitute 1 percent of the sophomore cohort (figure 2). 

• There are differences by racial/ethnic group in the likelihood that English is a 
sophomore’s native language. English is the native language of 94 percent of Black 
and 97 percent of White sophomores. It is the native language of 37 percent of 
Asian/Pacific Islander and 48 percent of Hispanic sophomores (table 1) (min 
t=22.95). 
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• About 57 percent of sophomores live in a family with both of their biological or 
adoptive parents. Others live in a single-parent household (22 percent), or with their 
mother or father and a guardian (17 percent). Still others (4 percent) live in a variety 
of other arrangements (table 2). 

Reading and mathematics achievement were assessed in terms of various levels of skill 
and content mastery, or proficiency. Selected findings are: 

• Overall, in mathematics (figure 5), 92 percent of sophomores are able to perform 
simple arithmetical operations on whole numbers (proficiency level 1). 

• Overall, in reading (figure 6), 89 percent of sophomores have mastered the skills of 
simple reading comprehension (proficiency level 1). 

Appended Matter 

Appendix A includes technical notes on the report. It also provides an overview of the 
study design and methodology, a summary of the statistical procedures employed in the report, 
and a glossary of the ELS:2002 variables and measures used in this analysis. Supplementing the 
technical notes are tables of standard errors of measurement (appendix B) for the estimates 
contained in the report. 
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Foreword 



This E.D. Tab profiles American high school sophomores in the 2001-02 school year. It is 
the first publication based on the Education Longitudinal Study of 2002 (ELS:2002), a new 
longitudinal study of high school students that continues a series of such studies that NCES has 
conducted since 1972. (A more extensive statistical analysis report — A Profile of the American 
High School Sophomore in 2002 — is in preparation at this time.) In the spring term, students 
completed assessments in reading and mathematics as well as a questionnaire. Their parents, 
English and mathematics teachers, school principals, and librarians were surveyed as well. 

The data analyzed in this report are now available to researchers for their own use in 
Electronic Codebook (ECB) format on CD-ROM (NCES 2004-404). The report supplies a 
demographic profile of 2002 sophomores. 

We hope that the infonnation provided in this report will be useful to a wide range of 
interested readers, including policymakers and educators. We further hope that the results 
reported here will encourage other researchers to use the ELS:2002 data, both now and in the 
future, as additional waves build upon this baseline. 



Robert Lerner, Commissioner 

Jeffrey A. Owings, Associate Commissioner 
Elementary/Secondary & Libraries Studies 
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Introduction 



The Education Longitudinal Study of 2002 (ELS:2002) is designed to provide trend data 
about critical transitions experienced by students as they proceed through high school and into 
postsecondary education and the labor force. The study is intended to produce a general purpose 
dataset for the study of numerous educational policy issues. Issues that can be addressed with 
data collected in the high school years include the following: 

• students’ academic growth in mathematics; 

• the process of dropping out of high school (determinants and consequences); 

• the role of family background and the home education support system in fostering 
students’ educational success; 

• the impact of coursetaking choices on success in the high school years; and 

• steps taken to facilitate the transition from high school to postsecondary education or 
the world of work. 

After ELS:2002 students complete or leave high school, a new set of issues can be 
examined, starting with the second follow-up in 2006. These include: 

• the educational and labor market activities of high school dropouts; 

• the transition of non-college bound high school graduates to the workplace; 

• access to and choice of undergraduate and graduate educational institutions; 

• persistence in attaining postsecondary educational goals; 

• rate of progress through the postsecondary curriculum; 

• degree attainment; 

• barriers to persistence and degree attainment; 

• entry of new postsecondary graduates into the work force; 

• social and economic rates of return on education to both the individual and society; 
and 

• adult roles, such as family formation and civic participation. 

The Current Study 

The ELS:2002 base-year study was carried out in a nationally representative probability 
sample of 752 public, Catholic, and other private schools in the spring tenn of the 2001-02 
school year. Of 17,591 eligible selected sophomores, 15,362 completed a base-year 
questionnaire, as did 13,488 parents, 7,135 teachers, 743 principals, and 718 librarians. Data 
used in this report assume the student to be the basic unit of analysis and are taken from the 
student survey (student questionnaire, assessments in reading and mathematics), the parent 
survey, and the sampling frame (which contained definitive information about school variables 
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such as urbanicity, region, and sector). The weighted response rate for student questionnaire 
completion was 87.3 percent. Of the 15,362 student questionnaire completers, 14,543 (95.1 
percent, weighted) also had test data. Parent questionnaire coverage was achieved for 13,488 
students (or 87.5 percent of the participating sophomores, weighted) and the school frame 
variables were available for 100 percent of students and schools. The school participation rate 
(weighted) was approximately 68 percent. A bias analysis was performed to ensure that biases 
were small and the data could be used with confidence. Further details of the school-level 
response rate and bias analysis are provided in appendix A. 

Focus of This Report 

This report provides descriptive information about the nation’s high school sophomores 
in the spring term of the 2001-02 school year. It reports on the sociodemographic characteristics 
of the cohort. The report profiles the status of America’s lOth-graders both overall, and for 
various distinct subgroups (such as male and female students, students from different 
racial/ethnic groups, students from different socioeconomic backgrounds, and students from 
different types of schools [urban, suburban, and rural; public, Catholic, and other private]). 

Comparisons in the report have been tested for statistical significance at the .05 level, as 
is further explained in appendix A. 

The report is organized into four sections covering the following: (1) sex, age, 
race/Hispanic ethnicity, native language; (2) family composition, mothers’ and fathers’ highest 
level of education; (3) school type, urbanicity, geographic region; (4) education expectations and 
tested achievement. 

Appendixes A and B provide technical documentation for the findings presented here, as 
well as information about how to obtain these data. 
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Student Sex, Age, Race/Hispanic Ethnicity Group, Native Language 

Sex and Age 

• Half of the ELS:2002 sophomore cohort is male (50 percent) and half is female (50 
percent) (data not shown). 

• Most cohort members were bom in 1985 and 1986 and were 15 or 16 years old at the 
time that they were surveyed (figure 1); sample members were surveyed in the first 5 
months of 2002. 

Race/Hispanic Ethnicity 

• Thirty-six percent of 2002 sophomores are from racial or ethnic minority groups (Black, 
Asian, American Indian, or Hispanic). Some 60 percent are White, and the remainder (4 
percent) are Multiracial 1 (figure 2). 

• Among America’s high school sophomores, Hispanics and Blacks are the largest 
minority groups (16 percent and 14 percent, respectively) 2 (figure 2). 

Native Language 

• Sophomores were asked whether English was their native language (i.e., the first 
language they learned to speak when they were children). Some 14 percent indicated that 
English was not their native language, and 86 percent indicated that English was their 
native language (table 1). 

• The incidence of English as a native language varies by racial/ethnic group. English was 
the native language of nearly all White (97 percent) and Black (94 percent) sophomores. 
However, English was the native language of 48 percent of Hispanics and 37 percent of 
Asians. In other words, a non-English language was the native language of one-half or 
more of the Hispanic and Asian sophomores. 



1 For the purpose of convenience, the following shorthand terms are used in the text of this report to refer to 
racial/ethnic categories: American Indian (includes Alaska Native); White; Black or African American; Asian (includes 
Pacific Islander and Native Hawaiian); Hispanic or Latino (includes all races); and Multiracial (includes more than one 
race). The terms “Black” and “African American” are taken to be generally synonymous, as are “Hispanic” and 
“Latino.” Students of Hispanic origin are not included in other racial/ethnic categories. 

2 U.S. Census Bureau figures released in January 2003 for the U.S. population as of July 2001 show Hispanics as 13 
percent of the U.S. population, Blacks as 13 percent, Whites as 70 percent, and Asians as 4 percent. Minority 
proportions are higher, however, in younger age groups; the modal age of the ELS:2002 cohort at the time of being 
surveyed was about 15.5 years. 
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Family Composition and Parental Education 
Family Composition 

• Some 57 percent of sophomores lived in a mother-father household with their biological 
or adoptive parents. Some 22 percent lived in a single-parent household with either their 
mother (19 percent of the total) or father (3 percent of the total). Seventeen percent lived 
with their mother or father and a guardian (13.4 percent lived in a mother and guardian 
family, and 3.2 percent lived in a father and guardian family). The remaining 4 percent 
lived in various other arrangements (table 2). 

Parental Education 

• Approximately 6 out of 10 sophomores (59 percent) have a mother who continued her 
education beyond high school (table 3), and 56 percent have a father who continued his 
education beyond high school (table 4). 

Students and Their Schools 

• The overwhelming majority of sophomores in 2002 attended public schools (92 percent) 
(t=148.68). The proportion of sophomores attending Catholic schools was 4 percent and 
the proportion of sophomores attending other private schools was 3 percent (figure 3). 

• Some 30 percent of sophomores attended an urban school, 50 percent attended a 
suburban school, and 20 percent attended a rural school (figure 4). 

• Table 5 shows the proportions of sophomores who lived in each of four regions. The 
four national Census regions are used for geographical reporting: Northeast, Midwest, 
South, and West. Among 2002 sophomores, 19 percent lived in the Northeast, 24 percent 
lived in the Midwest, 34 percent lived in the South, and 23 percent lived in the West. 

Educational Expectations and Tested Achievement 
Educational Expectations 

• Some 90 percent of the 2002 sophomore cohort had a definite expectation of how far they 
expect to go in the education system. The cohort held generally high educational 
expectations for the future (table 6). 3 

• Some 72 percent of the cohort expected to complete a 4-year college degree or higher. 
Indeed, 36 percent expected to go beyond a bachelor’s degree and to obtain a graduate or 
professional degree. Eight percent did not expect to go on to postsecondary education in 
any form. 

3 Some relevant comparison points are the proportion of persons 25 years and over in the United States in 2000 who 
had college degrees or higher (26 percent) (U.S. Census Bureau 2003) and the proportion of 1988 eighth-graders 
who had completed a bachelor’s degree or higher 12 years later (29 percent) (Ingels et al. 2002, table 2). Some 66 
percent of the 1988 eighth-grade cohort indicated that they expected to complete a bachelor’s degree or higher 
(Hafner et al. 1990). 
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Tested Achievement 

ELS:2002 included assessments in reading and mathematics. The two tests were 
designed to measure the achievement status of lOth-graders at both the individual- and the 
group-level. 

This E.D. Tab employs a criterion-referenced proficiency score so that achievement can 
be understood in tenns of specific levels of skill mastery. Criterion-referenced proficiency 
scores are based on clusters of items that mark different levels of achievement on the math and 
reading scales that illustrate the skills that students have. Clusters of four items each mark five 
hierarchical levels in math and three in reading. 

The math levels are: (1) Simple arithmetical operations with whole numbers; (2) Simple 
operations with decimals, fractions, powers, and roots; (3) Simple problem solving, requiring the 
understanding of low-level mathematical concepts; (4) Understanding of intennediate-level 
mathematical concepts and/or multistep solutions to word problems; and (5) Complex multistep 
word problems and/or advanced mathematics material. 

The reading levels are: (1) Simple reading comprehension, including reproduction of 
detail and/or the author’s main thought; (2) Ability to make relatively simple inferences beyond 
the author’s main thought and/or understand and evaluate abstract concepts; and (3) Ability to 
make complex inferences or evaluative judgments that require piecing together multiple sources 
of information from the passage. 

• About 92 percent of the cohort are proficient in simple arithmetical operations with 
whole numbers; and 67 percent are proficient in simple operations with decimals, 
fractions, roots, and powers (figure 5). 

• About one-half are capable of simple problem solving in mathematics, and only about 
one-fifth show proficiency in understanding of intermediate-level mathematical concepts 
(figure 5). 

• The overwhelming majority (nearly 90 percent) of sophomores are proficient in simple 
reading comprehension. However, when it comes to the ability to make relatively simple 
inferences beyond the author’s main thought or evaluate abstract concepts, less than half 
of cohort members (46 percent) demonstrate proficiency (figure 6). 

• At the highest level of reading proficiency, ability to make complex inferences or 
judgments based on combining multiple sources of information, only about 8 percent 
show mastery (figure 6). 
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Figure 1. Percentage of high school sophomores in 2002, by year of birth: 2002 



1983/1984 2 

5.0% 



1986/1987 

58.2% 




1985 

36.8% 



1 57.6 percent born in 1986 and an additional 0.5 percent born in 1987 or later. 

2 4.4 percent born in 1984 and an additional 0.6 percent born in 1983 and earlier. 

NOTE: Detail may not sum to totals because of rounding. See appendix A for the weighted response rates of all 
unimputed variables used in this analysis. Aggregated estimates were derived from unrounded estimates. 
SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Education Longitudinal Study of 
2002 (ELS:2002). 
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Figure 2. Percentage of high school sophomores, by race/ethnicity: 2002 
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NOTE: Detail may not sum to totals because of rounding. All race categories exclude Hispanic. 

SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Education Longitudinal Study of 
2002 (ELS:2002). 
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Figure 3. Percentage of high school sophomores attending various types of schools: 2002 



Other 
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NOTE: Details may not sum to totals because of rounding. 

SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Education Longitudinal Study of 
2002 (ELS:2002). 
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Figure 4. Percentage of high school sophomores in urban, suburban, and rural schools: 2002 




NOTE: Details may not sum to totals because of rounding. 

SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Education Longitudinal Study of 
2002 (ELS:2002). 
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Figure 5. Percentage of high school sophomores, by demonstrated mathematics proficiency: 
2002 
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SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Education Longitudinal Study of 
2002 (ELS:2002). 
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Figure 6. Percentage of high school sophomores, by demonstrated reading proficiency: 2002 
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SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Education Longitudinal Study of 
2002 (ELS:2002). 
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Table 1. Percentage of high school sophomores whose native language is English, by 



race/ethnicity: 2002 

Race/ethnicity Percent 

Total 86.0 

American Indian or Alaska Native 83.7 

Asian or Pacific Islander 36.9 

Black or African American 94.4 

Hispanic 47.7 

More than one race 92.5 

White 97.0 



NOTE: All race categories exclude Hispanic. 

SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Education Longitudinal Study of 
2002 (ELS:2002). 
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Table 2. Percentage of high school sophomores living in various family compositions: 2002 


Family composition 


Percent 


Mother and father 


56.8 


Mother and guardian 


13.4 


Father and guardian 


3.2 


Two guardians 


1.9 


Mother only 


19.0 


Father only 


3.2 


Female guardian only 


1.3 


Male guardian only 


0.2 


Parent/guardian lives with student less than half of the time 


0.9 



NOTE: Detail may not sum to totals because of rounding. 

SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Education Longitudinal Study of 
2002 (ELS:2002). 
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Table 3. Percentage of high school sophomores, by mother’s highest level of education: 2002 



Mother’s level of education Percent 

Did not finish high school 13.2 

Graduated from high school or received GED 27.9 

Attended 2-year school, no degree 1 3.1 

Graduated from 2-year program 1 1 .2 

Attended 4-year program, no degree 10.3 

Graduated from college 16.6 

Completed master’s degree or equivalent 6.0 

Completed Ph.D., M.D., or other advanced degree 1.7 

NOTE: Detail may not sum to totals because of rounding. 



SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Education Longitudinal Study of 
2002 (ELS:2002). 
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Table 4. Percentage of high school sophomores, by father’s highest level of education: 2002 



Father’s level of education Percent 

Did not finish high school 13.9 

Graduated from high school or received GED 30.1 

Attended 2-year school, no degree 1 0.0 

Graduated from 2-year program 8.2 

Attended 4-year program, no degree 9.3 

Graduated from college 16.7 

Completed master’s degree or equivalent 7.4 

Completed Ph.D., M.D., or other advanced degree 4.4 

NOTE: Detail may not sum to totals because of rounding. 



SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Education Longitudinal Study of 
2002 (ELS:2002). 
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Table 5. Percentage of high school sophomores in each geographic region: 2002 




Region 


Percent 



Northeast 1 
Midwest 2 
South 3 
West 4 

1 Northeast = CT, ME, MA, NH, NJ, NY, PA, Rl, VT. 

2 Midwest = IL, IN, IA, KS, Ml, MN, MO, ND, NE, OH, SD, Wl. 

3 South = AL, AR, DC, DE, FL, GA, KY, LA, MD, MS, NO, OK, SC, TN, TX, VA, WV. 

4 West = AK, AZ, CA, CO, HI, ID, MT, NV, NM, OR, UT, WA, WY. 

NOTE: Details may not sum to totals because of rounding. 

SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Education Longitudinal Study of 
2002 (ELS:2002). 



18.5 

24.1 

34.3 

23.0 
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Table 6. Percentage of high school sophomores, by student’s highest level of education 



expected: 2002 

Level of education Percent 

Less than high school 0.9 

High school completion or GED 7.3 

Attend or complete 2-year community college or vocational school 6.4 

Attend 4-year program, but not complete degree 3.9 

Graduate from college 35.8 

Obtain master’s degree or equivalent 1 9.7 

Obtain Ph.D., M.D., or other advanced degree 16.1 

Don’t know 9.8 

NOTE: Details may not sum to totals because of rounding. 



SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Education Longitudinal Study of 
2002 (ELS:2002). 



18 




Appendix A 
Technical Notes and Glossary 




This page is intentionally blank. 




Appendix A: 
Technical Notes and Glossary 



Appendix A 

Technical Notes and Glossary 

A.1 Overview of the Technical Appendix 

The National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) of the U.S. Department of 
Education has collected longitudinal data for more than 30 years. Starting in 1972 with the 
National Longitudinal Study of the High School Class of 1972 (NLS-72), and continuing to the 
most recent study, the Education Longitudinal Study of 2002 (ELS:2002), NCES has provided 
longitudinal and trend data to education policymakers and researchers that link secondary school 
educational achievement and experiences with important later outcomes, such as entry into the 
labor market and postsecondary educational access and attainment. 

The base year of ELS:2002 is the first stage of a major effort designed to provide data 
about critical transitions experienced by students as they proceed through high school and into 
postsecondary education and the labor force. The 2002 sophomore cohort will be followed, 
initially at 2-year intervals, to collect policy-relevant data about educational processes and 
outcomes, especially as such data pertain to student learning, predictors of dropping out, and 
high school effects on students’ access to, and success in, postsecondary education and the work 
force. 



The first section of this appendix details ELS:2002 study objectives; lists some of the 
major research and policy issues that the study addresses; explains the four kinds of analysis — 
cross-sectional, longitudinal, cross-cohort, and international comparisons — that can be conducted 
with ELS:2002 data; and supplies an overview of the base-year study design and methodology. 

This section is followed by discussions of base-year sampling, weighting, response rates, 
quality of estimates, standard errors, and electronic codebooks. Next, an account is provided of 
the statistical procedures employed. Finally, a glossary is provided that documents the specific 
variables used in the analyses in this report. 

A.2 Overview of ELS:2002 
A.2.1 Study Objectives 

ELS:2002 is a longitudinal study in which the same units are surveyed repeatedly over 
time. Individual students will be followed until about age 30; the base-year schools will be 
surveyed twice (they were surveyed in 2002 and will be surveyed again in 2004). In the high 
school years, ELS:2002 is an integrated multilevel study, involving multiple respondent 
populations, including students, their parents, their teachers, and their schools (from which data 
are collected via questionnaires completed by school administrators and librarians, and by means 
of an observational facilities checklist completed by survey administrators). This multilevel 
focus will supply researchers with a comprehensive picture of the home, community, and school 
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